ABSTRACT. This study explores the use of social media in higher education with a particular focus on the role of cultural and socioeconomic differences. The dataset, built on surveyed respondents from China, Poland, Spain, Turkey and United States, was analysed using quantitative techniques that allowed us to test various hypotheses. Findings show that the use of social media for educational purposes is determined by socio-demographic variables (gender, age, education level) that returned different social media users' profiles across countries. Overall, the results indicate that social media is a useful tool of communication between teachers and students but that national cultural differences must be taken into account in the design of subjects and teaching materials used by teachers in the digital environment. From another point of view, the results related with the cultural differences and the socio-economic determinants may give insight to the marketers in the promotion of education related products such as books, language schools, degree and certificate programs in social media.
Introduction
The impact of information and communication technologies (ICTs) can be seen in almost every area of human activity, ranging from entertainment, information searching, decision making-processes, purchasing, and professional issues in education where traditional styles and methods are often replaced with modern ones that are designed to support and facilitate time-saving, effort and costs in everyday routines (Nichols and Anderson, 2005; Skiera et al., 2015) . In keeping with this, we focus on the importance of social media (SM) in the field of education (Gammon and White, 2011; Ngai et al., 2015; Richardson, 2006) from the perspective that individuals expand their knowledge to a varying extent.
SM tools enable involvement and cooperation between students and teachers, as well as peers from different parts of the world (Bartow, 2014; Kim et al., 2014) . In this respect the increasing usage of SM by both teachers and students has attracted substantial research attention aimed at assessing, for example, their role in higher education (see e.g., Tess, 2013 , for a comprehensive overview of the literature); research that has failed to produce clear-cut
Literature overview
Social media is an area of interest and research for many practitioners and researchers studying the influence of these media on different aspects of human life and activity (Merrill, 2011; Patino et al., 2012) . Although SM were originally intended to enhance social interactions they soon became a tool that was also used by firms, for example, to build brand loyalty, and by other institutions, such as universities, libraries, etc. (Cassidy et al., 2011) . Due to their nature, SM can be successfully used for educational purposes because according to Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p. 61) they are a set (group) of applications that are technically and ideologically based on the foundations of Web 2.0, which enable the creation and sharing of content among users (Williams et al., 2012) . Moreover, although networking is treated as an informal method of communication and information gathering, informal learning can be an essential element in higher education (Kassens-Noor, 2012) . According to Hicks and Graber (2010) Web 2.0 tools offer a new form of learning and teaching. In their opinion the research in this field should be further developed with the purpose of providing teachers with new solutions that can enrich their teaching techniques (see also Kassens-Noor, 2012) .
Research evidence shows that the most popular SM are the ones that connect people into networks of friends who share common characteristics, for example, Facebook, Instagram or LinkedIn (Duggan et al., 2015) . Thus, users can search for people that are able to provide particular information, help them to find it, or transfer knowledge to other people (Ray, 2014; Schouten, 2011) . Facebook, in particular, is a source that is easily accessible and also simple to use, and is often employed by students to ask questions about studies and to study interactively (Benson et al., 2015; Gregory et al., 2014; Hussain, 2012) . Highly popular media are also those that enable Internet users to express themselves on a specific topic in the form of the written word, oral expression, taking and collecting photos or recording videos, for example, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, Pinterest, and also to use the information placed there by other users (Hamid et al., 2015; Munguatosha et al., 2011; Nakagawa and Arzubiaga, 2014; Schouten, 2011; Ward, 2006) .
The popularity of various global SM is culturally differential. Many SM are available in most countries, however in some countries digital communities use local media that are often equivalent versions of the international ones (Ahmed, 2011) . This is the case, for example, in China, where Youku is replacing YouTube, and Renren or Qzone are replacing Facebook (Saw et al., 2013; Zhang and Xueb, 2015) .
Hypotheses development
The main research question to be answered here is: what are the determinants of the use of SM for educational purposes? The literature widely presents the results of various projects relating to the use of the Internet in general, and of ways and areas for using SM (Bolton et al., 2013; Hamade, 2013; Lin and Lu, 2011) . However, there are few studies directly related to educational purposes (Hamid et al., 2015; Sheldon, 2015) or to the cultural and demographic factors that differentiate this use (Furner and George, 2012) . Much of the literature presents studies on the use of SM in higher education from the perspective of the universities (Gammon and White, 2011; Nicholas et al., 2011; Tenopir et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2014) , however, it is difficult to find studies that have undertaken empirical research to address the theoretical issues included in this paper. Therefore, this is an attempt to fill this gap. Based on the literature review, observation, and experience, the authors have developed and empirically tested the hypotheses, whose background has been presented in the following paragraphs.
Gender. Gender is often indicated as an important determinant differentiating the use of new ICTs. Recent evidence shows that SM are more often used by women than men (Madden and Zickuhr, 2011; Nadkarni and Hofmann, 2012) . Women also spend more time using SM and have more friends on SM (Moore and McElroy, 2012) . Ruleman (2012) shows that women are more likely to use the Internet to communicate (via e-mail, SM), as well as for academic purposes, whereas men more often search for information about current events, entertainment, and use the Internet to play games (Jones et al., 2009; Junco et al., 2010; Muscanell and Guadagno, 2012) . Thus, based on existing research evidence, the following hypothesis has been formulated: H1. Women use SM for educational purposes to a higher degree than men.
Age. A very large group of SM users belong to the generation of the so-called digital natives (Brenner and Smith, 2013; Prensky, 2001) . The report by the Pew Research Center shows that 86% of SM users are undergraduate students (Smith et al., 2011) . This is a group that is said to be different in that it learns in a different way to others, it has different social behaviour and different expectations towards life, and a different level of education. Digital natives are people who prefer to receive information quickly by means of modern technological solutions and methods (ICTs). They also exhibit low tolerance for traditional methods of transmitting knowledge, for example, lectures (Jones et al., 2009) . In studies of American youth conducted by Ruleman (2012) , it was found that younger students were more likely than their older fellow students to use Facebook and text messages while studying. Considering the features and style of behaviour of digital natives, the following hypothesis has been formulated: H2. Younger people (<30 years) more often use SM for educational purposes than do older people.
Education level. Educational level is usually associated with people's age. Students` use of SM (like e.g. Twitter) can increase their engagement through interpersonal connections and communication (Kahn et al., 2016) . Research evidence shows that undergraduate students are active users of SM, which are used both for academic purposes and for information searching in everyday life (Duggan et al., 2015) . Along the same lines, Park (2010) indicates that undergraduate students use SM to a greater extent than post-graduates (PhD students). The research by Head (2013) shows that doctoral students prefer materials available in printed journals and e-journals rather than using SM. Kim, Sin and Tsai (2014) found similar results regarding the use of Wikipedia, that is, a lower level of education was associated with a more frequent use of Wikipedia's sources. Based on the existing evidence the following hypothesis has been formulated: H3. SM are more often used for educational purposes by undergraduates and graduates (Bachelor and Master) than by schoolboys/girls or PhD students.
Method
Methodologically, this paper takes a deductive and exploratory approach and the aim is to check the accuracy of the hypotheses arising from the literature study The research presented in this paper was conducted in the 2016 in China, Spain, Poland, Turkey, and the United States. The main criteria for building the sample of countries were the local cultural heritage (to assist with identifying the differences or similarities among cultures), and the possibilities for preparing and conducting the test procedure and the fieldwork. Two techniques were used for the data collection: PAPI (paper and pen interview) and electronic forms CAWI (computer assisted web interview). The measurement instrument was a standardized questionnaire prepared for the purpose of this research. The element differentiating the research questionnaire in particular markets was the language. In the preparation of the different versions of the questionnaire a back translation procedure was used in order to eliminate any mistakes stemming from linguistic, lexical or context differences (Craig and Douglas, 2006) .
The final dataset gathered information from 1376 respondents, including 295 from China, 296 from Poland, 130 from Spain, 260 from United States, and 395 from Turkey. The data was collected, firstly, by random sampling method, but the response rate was very low (3.5%), and authors decided to use non-random sampling. Designated research assistants gathered the questionnaires from the respondents in each market. The differences in size between the groups researched and the sampling method that was applied set limitations on the interpretation of the results obtained which, in this case, should not be fully generalized.
Data analysis and Results

Respondents' profiles
The respondents in each country were people who had agreed to participate and were willing to describe how they use SM for educational purposes. The study participants were distinguished according to three age groups: 15-20 years, 21-30 years, and 31 years or over (Table 1) . In China, Poland, and Turkey respondents within the 21-30 age group predominated. This age group was also dominant in Spain. On the other hand, in the United States most participants belonged to the 15-20 years age group. Source: own research.
Taking into account the diversity of the dataset, it should be emphasised that it was difficult to determine whether there was a significant dominance of any gender. There was almost gender parity in most of the countries (e.g., Spain, United States, and Turkey). However, women predominated in the Chinese and Polish groups.
In terms of level of education, it should be noted that young people, that is, college students (in the case of the United States) and bachelor and master's students predominated in almost all countries in the dataset. The largest group classified as schoolboy/girl was observed in the United States, which is also related to the structure of this group in terms of age. In Poland, Spain, and Turkey bachelor students were dominant, while master's students formed the largest group in China (see Table 1 ).
Patterns of SM users
To examine the interdependence between socio-demographic variables such as gender, age, education level, and the use of SM for educational purposes, several indicators of behaviour were calculated and analysed. Thus, respondents were asked to specify the frequency of using various SM (very often, often, from time to time, rarely, very rarely, never) for educational purposes (see Table 2 ). Based on a pilot questionnaire tested in Poland, the five most often indicated educational activities were: (1) using SM to look for information and materials for study (ED1); (2) communicating with students in order to send or receive study materials (ED2); (3) communicating with teachers in order to send or receive study materials (ED3); (4) communicating with teachers about organisational study issues (ED4); and (5) establishing contacts by means of SM in order to learn and practice foreign languages (ED5).
For the reliability analysis Cronbach's Alpha was calculated and the value obtained (α=0.78) has confirmed the reliability of the proposed scale (Nunnally, 1978) .
Additional measures, such as Cramer's V factor and Pearson's chi-square statistics, were used to determine the strength of the interdependence between the socio-demographic variables in each country and the behavioural patterns emerging from the use of SM.
The results for the Pearson's chi-square statistics and the Cramer's V factor, which are presented in Table 2 , show that there are differences between the countries analysed with Source: own research.
Gender. Analysing the criterion of gender (on the basis of Pearson's chi-square) it should be emphasised that in two groups -China and the United States -no significant interdependence between this variable and using SM for educational purposes (p>0.05) was recorded. In Spain and Poland only one statistically significant correlation (p<0.05 and p<0.01) was observed. Thus, in Spain, gender differences are significant in the use of SM, with women using them more often than men to search for information and learning materials (ED1) (p<0.05). The strength of this relationship (as indicated by the Cramer's V factor) is at the moderate level (V=0.32). In the Polish group, the correlation (p<0.01) between gender and the ED2 group (the use of SM to exchange study materials with other students) was significant for women, as more frequent users, and the strength was lower than in Spain (V=0.24). Among the Turkish respondents three uses of SM for educational purposes were found to be significant with respect to gender: whereas Turkish women use SM more often than men for ED1 (p<0.01; V=0.21), most of the Turkish men prefer to use SM for communication with teachers (ED3; p<0.05; V=0.17) and to make international acquaintances in order to learn foreign languages (ED5; p<0. 01; V=0.22) . In China and the United States no significant gender differences were found.
Overall, the results of testing our first hypothesis (H1) are rather heterogeneous, indicating the existence of significant gender differences in European countries (Spain, Poland, Turkey) as compared with China and the US.
Age. The analysis of the correlation between age and the use of SM for educational purposes showed significant interdependencies in two countries -China and Turkey. In China age greatly influences the use of SM in relation to ED1 (p<0.01; V=0.27), ED2 (p<0.01; V=0.24), ED3 (p<0.01; V=0.21), and ED4 (p<0.01; V=0.25). All these activities are more often performed by individuals within the 21-30 age group. In the Turkish group, age is a significant variable in differentiating the use of SM in relation to almost all educational purposes (except for ED1): ED2 (p<0.01; V=0.3), ED3 (p<0.01; V=0.26), ED4 (p<0.01; V=0.28), and ED5 (p<0.01; V=0.24). As in China, individuals within the 21-30 age group also predominate. In Spain, age had a significant impact for only one activity, ED5 (p<0.01; V=0.33), and this was for respondents within the 21-30 age group. No significant correlations were found for Poland and the United States, showing that in these two countries the SM users exhibit rather similar behaviour in terms of using SM for ED1, ED2, ED3, ED4, and ED5, regardless of age. Thus, the validity of the H2 hypothesis was proved in China, Turkey, and to a lesser extent in Spain. In Poland and the United States age does not differentiate using SM for educational purposes.
Education level. The findings on the significance of education level on the use of SM for educational purposes show similar results to those for age, with significant differences in the Chinese and Turkish groups. In the Chinese group, education differentiates the use of SM in relation to ED1 (p<0.01; V=0.23), ED2 (p<0.01; V=0.25), ED3 (p<0.01; V=0.24), and ED4 (p<0.01; V=0.24) . The greatest use of SM for educational purposes was observed among the Chinese master's students. In the Turkish group, bachelor students exhibit significantly different behaviour when it comes to the use of SM for all of the five educational purposes considered here: ED1 (p<0.01; V=0.13), ED2 (p<0.01; V=0.3), ED3 (p<0.01; V=0.26), ED4 (p<0.01; V=0.28), and ED5 (p<0.01; V=0.24 ). In Poland, education level was significant in the use of SM for ED5 (p<0.05; V=0.17) , and in the US for ED3 (p<0.01; V=0.23). In both cases bachelor students dominate as far as these behaviours are concerned. In the Spanish group all users of SM behave similarly in their use of SM for educational purposes, regardless of education level. Therefore, the validity of the H3 hypothesis was proved in relation to the Chinese and Turkish groups and, to a lesser extent, the Polish and American groups.
Discussion and Conclusions
This exploratory analysis was intended to address some existing gaps in the area of SM use for educational purposes from a comparative international perspective. The results show that national cultural differences exist in the use of SM for educational purposes. Although the lack of a random sampling procedure in the selection of the respondents imposes some limitations on the generalisation of the results, it is worthwhile noting that a significant number of studies in the field, where the observation unit is the pupil/student, rely on ad-hoc data collected from students (Jones et al., 2009; Ruleman, 2012; Smith et al., 2011) .
The use of ICTs (SM in this case) seems to depend on socio-demographic variables such as gender, age and education level, each of which impacts differently in the countries analysed. All in all, the findings indicate that, in the digital environment, cultural differences must be taken into account in the design of subjects and teaching materials used by teachers. With the exception of Turkey, our results confirm existing evidence in respect of gender (see e.g., Ruleman (2012) and Muscanell and Guadagno (2012) who show that women use SM for educational purposes much more than men). In the case of Turkey, men use SM more often than women for two educational activities, ED3 and ED5.
Regarding the influence of generational differences (age groups), the research evidence is rather scarce. Ruleman (2012) used the example of Facebook to show that younger American students used more SM while studying than did their older colleagues. Our results add to the existing evidence by showing that in Turkey and China there is a significant relationship between age and the use of SM for educational purposes for respondents within the 21-30 age group. The results show that SM should mainly be used as communication tools for educational purposes by university teachers (not teachers in primary or secondary schools). Furthermore, education level seems to have the strongest impact on SM usage for educational purposes. Existing literature shows that it is mostly undergraduate students (bachelor level) that communicate with other students, university teachers, etc. by means of SM tools (Duggan et al., 2015; Head, 2013; Kim et al., 2014) . Our results indicate that the strongest dependences between education level and SM use for academic purposes was observed in Turkey and China, with the Chinese master's students and the Turkish bachelor students as the dominant SM users for all educational purposes. These findings could be particularly useful for tailoring specific classes for students from these cultural environments. From a marketing point of view, these results may be taken into account in the promotion of education related products. Cultural differences and socio-demographic determinants of the use of SM for educational purposes may give insight to the marketers in the promotion of education related products such as books, language schools, degree and certificate programs.
Overall, SM appear to be useful tools in the communication between teachers and students and this research shows the various alternatives offered by the application of the ICTs (SM) in the educational field. These results provide a first indication about where (in which markets) this process has already taken place and where new instruments, such as web sites and digital applications, should be developed (e.g., China and Turkey). In the markets where, according to our findings, SM are not used for educational purposes, digital marketers could consider launching information campaigns to show the capabilities of SM in these areas. Future research could expand the analysis to the use of other social media for educational purposes, such as Facebook.
Limitations
Conducting empirical studies and using primary research methods is almost always associated with certain limitations and their number increases when conducting international research. The way of choosing the respondents from the researched population and the sample size constitutes important and, at the same time, critical decisions in such studies. Due to various aspects (most of all financial) non-random sampling was applied in this study. The consequence of this is the lack of possibilities to apply the results to the whole of the researched population. But, the research limitations are very often a stimulus to either continue the study or expand it, especially in relation to international activities. Further research could expand the utility of SM in random and bigger samples.
